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COMMENTARY FOR LOCAL ENVIRONMENT 
Harnessing place attachment for local climate mitigation? Hypothesising connections between 
broadening representations of place and readiness for change 
 
Abstract 
Public engagement in local environmental planning and decision-making is often advocated on 
various grounds, both instrumental and normative. Yet in developed countries in the context of 
renewable energy infrastructure deployment, place attachment, place identity and place protective 
action continue to be implicated in public objection. We set out an interdisciplinary change 
readiness hypothesis of specifically how local participatory scenario or visioning processes that 
include climate mitigation measures may support the mobilization of place attachment for climate 
mitigation, including renewable energy deployment. We hypothesise that local visioning may 
support movement towards change readiness by helping to anchor unfamiliar social 
representations of low carbon energy infrastructure and new patterns of urban form in existing, 
more positive representations of localities and associated attachments. To this end, seeking ways 
to modify threat perceptions relating to climate change and renewable energy infrastructure is 
advocated as a key direction for study.  
 
Place attachment:  negative versus positive role in energy transitions 
In general psychological terms, place attachment can be defined as an affective bond connecting 
people to places (Manzo, 2005). From such a perspective, place attachment essentially concerns 
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the bonds between people and the environments that they consider significant or meaningful 
(Scannell & Gifford, 2010). While the place attachment literature is large and varied, in summary 
one can say that it spans physical, psychological and social dimensions (Scannell & Gifford, 2013; 
van Veelen & Haggett, 2016). Environmental psychologists tend to view place psychology as 
comprising affective, cognitive and behavioural dimensions, which in turn may involve associated 
memories, beliefs, meaning and knowledge (Devine-Wright, 2009). Others taking a more 
sociological perspective have viewed place as a social construction (e.g. Alkon and Traugot, 2008). 
Phenomenological approaches view place as that where, for example, ‘actions, experiences, 
intentions, and meanings are drawn together spatially’ (Casey, 2009 and Relph, 1976, in Seamon, 
2013), such that place as considered here is neither ontologically nor analytically separable from 
human experience.  Here, we take a specifically social psychological perspective, while 
acknowledging that there are other perspectives that provide different ways of understanding place, 
including the geographical (e.g. Agnew, 1993). In general, regardless of perspective, place is 
viewed as a part of individual and shared identities that often have historical and cultural 
dimensions, all of which may also lead to a more or less deep-rooted sense of belonging, the 
intensity of which may be (and may be viewed as) mediated by many other factors (Devine-Wright, 
2009; Hay, 1998; van Veelen & Haggett, 2016).   
 
Place attachment among publics has mostly been studied as playing a negative role in energy 
transitions (e.g. Devine-Wright, 2009; Feola and Nunes, 2014; Murphy and Smith, 2013; Süsser 
et al., 2017). As said, proximate place – locality – is involved in place-protective action, which is 
in turn founded on place attachment and identity (Lewicka, 2011). Place-protective action is also 
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involved in opposition to the deployment of renewable energy infrastructure (e.g. Devine-Wright, 
2009 and 2013), despite this infrastructure being intended ultimately to indirectly benefit 
(multiple) localities. For objectors, while this reasoning may be understood, it is disagreed with on 
various grounds and in any case the proposed or actual changes to the places to which they are 
attached are viewed as unacceptable. 
In contrast to the negative effect of place attachment on public perceptions of new 
renewable energy infrastructure, place attachment and identity can also be motivators for acting in 
ways that most would agree improve localities environmentally, such as voluntary participation in 
ecological conservation or other renovation projects. Discussion of the positive potential of place 
attachment is, however, little found in the climate mitigation or energy governance and policy 
literature. Rather such discussion is found in relation to, for example, concepts of environmental 
stewardship in the socio-ecological governance literature (e.g. Chapin III and Knapp, 2015) and 
in the environmental education (pedagogy) literature (e.g. Kudryavtsev et al., 2012). There is also 
a strand of literature that finds positive associations between pro-environmental behaviour and 
place attachment, for example in the context of tourism, particularly national park tourism: for a 
short review, see Ramkissoon and Mavondo (2017). Relatedly, Ramkissoon and Mavondo (2015) 
posit pro-environmental behavior as a key mediator between visitor place satisfaction and place 
attachment, with such behaviour including, for example, conservation volunteering, hence 
furthering the objective of sustainability in general. 
In general, the local level consists of familiarities, forming the backdrop to the everyday. 
Yet, for many people, climate change and its impacts are still viewed as temporally and spatially 
remote, although personal experience - for example, of flooding - can help to bring the issue home 
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in multiple senses (Spence et al., 2011). This primacy of the local and tangible can be understood 
in terms of construal-level theory, concerning psychological distance, which holds that objects 
physically closer to a person, nearer in time or more socially-relevant are perceived as more 
concrete, real and salient than abstractions (e.g. Trope and Liberman, 2016).  
The importance of the local raises the question of to what extent - and how - place 
attachment, identity and place-protective action may be mobilised for, rather than against, 
infrastructural change: particularly new energy supply and storage infrastructure intended to 
reduce GHG emissions. In other words, how place-related motivators may be more positively 
harnessed, normatively speaking, as part of sense-making and sense-giving processes (e.g. Wieck 
et al., 2005).  
Such harnessing is clearly a metaphor, but we use this advisedly given the disciplinary 
contentions around - and differences between - sociological and psychological approaches to 
attitude and behaviour change (Shove, 2010). From the perspective of practice-focused sociology, 
individuals are carriers of practice and that practice maintains and sometimes changes social and 
sociotechnical structures, with attitudes following accordingly (ibid). From psychological, 
environmental behaviour perspectives, behaviour is generally considered a function of attitudes, 
norms, values and sometimes also environmental self-identity (e.g. van der Werff and Steg, 2016) 
– that is, the role of attitudes is causally reversed relative to a practice perspective.  
Harnessing place protection for sustainability gain is from a practice perspective a matter 
of instituting sociotechnical structures supportive of new practices – yet this is as much an end as 
a means and requires the very types of policy change that dominant structures resist (Geels, 2014). 
Similarly, from a psychological perspective, while it may be possible to anticipate who is more 
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likely to hold a more globally-extended conception of place protection on the basis of their other 
attitudes, norms and values, it is quite another matter to engender such a conception in those who 
do not hold this view. 
Our present proposal is consistent with the latter, but is situated in what is often (arguably) 
the more contentious context of renewable energy siting. While the connections between place 
perceptions, environmental commitment and managed interventions are rarely viewed as simple, 
the normative case for local public engagement in environmental decision-making is now 
commonplace in the environmental governance literature, with rationales ranging from legal 
compliance; increasing acceptance for utilitarian purposes; enhancing the legitimacy of 
development proposals; and building shared visions (Rowe and Frewer, 2005). What (to our 
knowledge) has been little examined or theorised, however, are the ways in which place attachment 
to areas viewed as ‘close to home’ might be mobilised in such a way that new renewable energy 
infrastructure is viewed as place protective rather than intrusive and threatening. In the next section 
we consider some of the conditions that would need to be satisfied, including and perhaps notably, 
that the planning process is viewed as ‘just’. 
 
Justice, equity and participatory environmental planning 
Community engagement in many types of local planning processes is intended to support 
the inclusion and representation of citizens generally and marginalised groups in particular 
(Kosmicki and Long, 2016). In local environmental planning contexts, participatory scenario and 
visioning processes are examples of those both advocated and used in order to help support 
concepts of ‘just sustainabilities’ (Agyeman and Evans, 2004), particularly as an expression of 
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procedural justice (Agyeman and Evans, 2003; Schlosberg and Carruthers, 2010; Dueholm-
Rasch and Köhne, 2017). The notion of just sustainabilities aligns with the concept of ‘just 
transitions’ (Swilling and Annecke, 2012), whereby inclusive public engagement is advocated to 
help avoid the reproduction or exacerbation of existing environmental inequalities, while 
preventing the development of new forms of inequity (Dueholm-Rasch and Köhne, 2017).  
Dialogue processes almost inevitably reveal some degree of differing attitudes, values 
and vision, both among those involved and between those involved and those with greater 
institutional power, be this statutory, commercial or otherwise. Deliberative democracy 
techniques are intended to give a voice to those who might otherwise be excluded. Although the 
visions generated may be plural or consensual, in general there is a presumption that local 
engagement approaches help to reconcile differences between multiple energy and climate 
visions (Farrell et al., 2013; Elstub, 2014). Such democratic and consensus-building elements are 
congruent with the concept of procedural justice as well as meaningful and effective public 
engagement (Axon, 2016; Dueholm-Rasch and Köhne, 2017).  
Drawing on social representations theory (Moscovici, 1988; 2000), this commentary 
discusses specifically how local participatory scenario or visioning processes that include climate 
mitigation measures may support the mobilization of place attachment for climate mitigation, 
particularly renewable energy deployment. We hypothesise that local visioning may support 
movement towards ‘change readiness’, by helping to anchor unfamiliar social representations of 
low carbon energy infrastructure and new patterns of urban form in existing, more positive 
representations of localities and associated attachments. We outline this hypothesis in more detail 
in the next section.  
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Connecting social representations and change readiness 
Our hypothesis proposes social representations as moderators of attitudinal change, leading 
to increased change readiness. In the following, we firstly introduce social representations theory 
and outline the hypothesized effect on change readiness. With an interest in energy siting 
controversy and climate mitigation generally, we here focus on the facilitation of positive social 
representations of associated infrastructure, as a complement to the attitudes and beliefs that 
constitute the key constructs of change readiness. Including representations in part reflects a view 
that psychological, social and cultural factors are all important influences on behaviour (Batel and 
Adams, 2016) and that they are mutually influencing (ibid). However it also reflects the emphasis 
on aesthetics, imagery and visual metaphor that often seems to accompany public objection to 
renewable (and other) energy infrastructure. Secondly, we define how we change readiness could 
be defined in the context of new renewable energy infrastructure and how it would affect it.  
Social Representations theory (Moscovici, 1988) proposes two main processes involved in 
the acceptance and use of ideas that are new to people, of which anchoring is most relevant here. 
Anchoring is the process by which new ideas are categorised according to pre-existing cognitive 
frameworks, rendering the unfamiliar familiar. Those seeking to establish particular social 
representations – such as positive representations of energy infrastructure, new urban forms or 
policy proposals - generally aim to associate such novelties with that which is already familiar. By 
conventionalising new concepts and giving them a recognisable, common form, social 
communication and coordination is also enhanced. Social representations are often contested and 
involve the expression of power: as we are socialised, ‘they are forced upon us, transmitted, and 
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are the product of a whole sequence of elaborations and of changes which occur in the course of 
time and are the achievement of successive generations’ (Moscovici, 2000: 22, 24). Thus 
representations are competitive and dynamic, changing as new ideas jostle for acceptance.  
Moscovici also describes social representation as: “systems of values, ideas and practices 
with a two-fold function; first, to establish an order which will enable individuals to orientate 
themselves in their material and social world and to master it; secondly, to enable communication 
to take place amongst members of a community by providing them with a code for social exchange 
and a code for naming and classifying unambiguously the various aspects of their world and their 
individual and group history” (Moscovici, 1973). In other words, meaning is not inherent in an 
object or situation, but is created through a system of social negotiation based on sharing values, 
ideas and practices.  
We hypothesise that change readiness will mediate between social representations of new 
energy or climate mitigation infrastructure and acceptance-related attitudes. Holt et al. (2007) 
define change readiness as comprehensive attitude that is influenced by the content (the specific 
attitudes potentially subject to change); specific aspects of the process intended to bring about 
change; the attributes of individuals involved; and the attributes of the context (Fagernæs, 2015).  
This breadth enables the inclusion of a wide variety of explanatory accounts and indeed 
disciplinary perspectives, although Fagernæs’ (2015) review of the literature suggests a 
contemporary prevalence of attitudinal models.  
One of the benefits of applying the idea of change readiness in a climate mitigation context 
is that it is both multifactorial and specifically change-oriented, features that are arguably apt given 
that change is often a key outcome sought from local public engagement. Rafferty et al (2013) 
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suggest that change readiness is the most prevalent positive attitude toward change studied in the 
organizational change literature, but also argue that while there is agreement about the key 
cognitions or beliefs that underlie change readiness, less attention has been given to its affective 
dimensions (and also its multi-level nature, though this is less immediately relevant here) (ibid, p. 
111-112). It is this affective dimension, as well as cognitive dimensions, that we propose as likely 
to be most directly connected to the dimensions of place attachment. 
Accordingly, we hypothesise that those who have stronger objections to renewable energy 
proposals: (a) are by definition less ready to accept the proposed changes to relevant places than 
those who do not hold the same level of objection; (b) hold a range of activated norms, attitudes 
and beliefs consistent with their position1; (c) that these attitudes and beliefs are associated with 
negative representations (ideas and imagery) of the proposed changes to place; and (d) that these 
representations are associated with negative affect (treated here as synonymous with emotion). We 
are aware that in terms of empirical investigation, this raises a variety of measurement issues that 
we do not enter into here: our primary purpose in this short article is to articulate a multivariate 
direction for research rather than measurement details. 
 
Public engagement 
How might the above, hypothesised connections be nurtured? While many of the primary effects 
of climate change may be global, the causes are located within the inter-related climate-relevant 
                                                             
1 We say activated because inconsistent attitudes (for example) may co-exist but be subject to different levels of 
activation, the latter being associated with a point in time relating to decision-making or action – i.e. we may often 
experience ambivalence but at some point make a choice, consciously or unconsciously (Cacioppo et al, 1997). 
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practices of business and industry, individuals, households and communities. With over one-third 
of many developed nations’ carbon emissions attributable to domestic energy use and private 
travel, individuals and communities have a key role to play in sustainable energy transitions 
(Whitmarsh et al., 2013). Whether one conceives of practices or behaviour in this regard, central 
to much of the climate change debate is the consensus that changes to human practices/behaviour 
are required if we are to transition towards more sustainable methods of living (Axon, 2017). 
Public engagement and participation in projects at the community level connects with the 
foregoing by enabling projects to be co-produced, co-governed and co-delivered, with the rationale 
that this often results in more meaningful engagement and involvement than top-down projects 
(see Alexander et al., 2007 and Heiskanen et al., 2010). Furthermore, community-based 
sustainability projects can engage residents in energy visioning exercises and pathway 
development that allow individuals to identify and potentially shape aspects of energy system 
futures (Morrissey et al., 2017). While this raises many questions as to exactly who to engage, 
how, when and what the relationships of informal engagement are or should be to formal processes 
of representative democracy, a variety of methods can be envisaged for consultation and 
engagement in sustainability transitions processes (Upham et al, 2015) and a large literature exists 
that spans a continuum ranging from one way communication to engagement involving negotiation 
(Rowe and Frewer, 2005).  
Our hypothesis, set out in Figure 1, is that public (and stakeholder) engagement in low 
carbon scenario development may help to engender more positive meanings of renewable energy 
infrastructure, not through community ownership models per se (though these may be involved), 
but by catalysing new understandings of place – new sense-making and sense-giving - in which 
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this infrastructure is viewed as a means of place protection rather than as a threat. Indeed Lewicka 
(2011) identifies meaning-making processes as among the most under-researched aspects of place 
attachment.  
 
<Please insert Figure 1> 
 
Clearly there are limits as to what can be expected in this regard (Peters et al, 2013), as a 
result of engagement per se.  Those with strongly held oppositional attitudes may not engage, may 
be obstructive and will likely filter communicative attempts in a manner consistent with prior 
opinions and representations (Tsang, 2017). Objectors may also have grounds for dissent 
(regardless of others’ views of their justification) that relate to previous experience with 
institutionalised authority, with associated distrust. The least that can be recommended in this 
circumstance within the proposed explanatory frame is the use of intermediaries to whom more 
neutral representations are anchored. 
Clearly, perceptions of the quality and the context of the engagement matter. Again we do 
not propose to have all the answers at hand for how these may be influenced, but the main 
correlative option that comes to mind is working to change the nature and magnitude of threat 
perceptions relating to renewable energy infrastructure and climate change, while being aware of 
the complexity of responses to attempts to make climate change more psychologically proximate 
(such as inadvertently making people feel overwhelmed and disempowered) (Brügger et al, 2015). 
The relationships between threat perceptions and social representations in relation to renewable 
energy infrastructure and climate change could be bidirectional, i.e. capable of mutual influence. 
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Conclusions 
In this commentary, we have raised a variety of issues and have mooted various ideas on 
the topic of mobilising place protective action for – rather than against – the deployment of 
renewable energy. We have suggested that seeking to change social representations and related 
threat perceptions of climate change and renewable energy, as part of and through public 
engagement processes, are key directions to consider when seeking to mobilise place attachment 
positively. We have mooted change readiness as a measurable moderator of change in this context 
and we offer these ideas with a view to stimulating further thought on the double-edged sword that 
place attachment arguably represents. 
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Figure 1 Hypothesised relationships between public engagement in local visioning, place 
attachment, threat perceptions and social representations of new energy infrastructure 
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